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What's left of myth in contemporary 
Greek women's poetry 
KAREN VAN DYCK 
When I first conceived of this title I purposely didn't put a question mark at 
the end because I thought, after many years of reading contemporary Greek 
women's poetry, I had a fairly clear idea that there was not that much myth 
left. There were the signs of a struggle-bruised necks and crumpled petti-
coats, as a poem by Jenny Mastoraki describes-but very little explicit refer-
ence to myth. In the process of writing this piece, however, I have realized 
that the topic is more vexed than I had at first anticipated. Although there is 
still no question mark after my title, I would nevertheless like to begin by 
acknowledging the syntax's interrogative force. 
* 
Reading the recent poetry of contemporary Greek women poets one can not 
help being struck by the lack of classical allusions. Over the past twenty 
years there seems to have been an emptying out of ancient Greek myth from 
women's poetry. The critic D.N. Maronitis has stated more generally that 
contemporary Greek literature is suffering from a lack of myth, 'from a kind 
of mythological and mythopoeic barrenness'. 1 In fact much of his recent crit-
ical work has aimed to search out exceptions to this trend and to show how a 
text that has no overt relation to ancient Greek myth is still indebted to it, for 
example his essay on Yorgos Cheimonas's 0 echthros tou poiiti (The Poet's 
Enemy).2 Perhaps most interesting for my discussion of contemporary wom-
en's poetry, though, is his and George Savidis's attempts to uncover a mytho-
logical framework, even when both admit that such a narrative remains 
anekdi£gito (unnarratable), for Jenny Mastoraki's most recent collection 
M' ena stefani fos (With a Crown of Light, 1989).3 
The significance of ancient myth for modern Greek poetry has been 
admirably addressed in the past by other contributors to this volume, notably 
122 VANDYCK 
Edmund Keeley in Modern Greek Poetry: Voice and Myth and David Ricks 
in The Shade of Homer. In much of the work that has been done on myth and 
modem poetry there seems to be an implicit value judgement that poetry 
which draws on ancient mythology is better than poetry which doesn't. 
Keeley in his introduction to his collection acknowledges Ely tis 's move 
away from mythical figures and his turn to the more general process of 
mythmaking but he adds 'in some of his best work, he reveals a subtle 
manipulation of ancient myth .. .'4 The poetry of Seferis, Cavafy and 
Sikelianos which these studies discuss, however, tends to encourage such a 
mythological bias. This is not true of contemporary women's poetry. What is 
striking about Maronitis's insistence on uncovering a Homeric plot in 
Mastoraki's collection is that there is no reason to believe that such a plot 
exists. References in contemporary women's poetry are much more apt to be 
to Greek short stories of the 1880s, to German film and to American beat 
poetry than to classical mythology. Why this need, then, to read ancient 
Greek myth into texts that seem to resist such a reading? And why should the 
lack of ancient Greek myth necessarily be a sign of contemporary Greek lit-
erature's impoverishment? 
Gail Holst-Warhaft in her book Dangerous Voices also reads contempo-
rary women's poetry in terms of ancient myth, if somewhat indirectly, 
through the particular mythopoeic form of the lament. Whereas male poets 
such as Palamas and Ritsos, she contends, continue to effectively appropriate 
the traditional women's art of the lament, women poets have more difficulty. 
She ends by lamenting their inability to lament. Her framework means, for 
example, that Kiki Dimoula's appeal to photographs as the remains of the 
dead is understood in terms of her alienation from ritual expression and com-
munal catharsis.s My question is whether perhaps the categories of myth and 
voice that have proved so fruitful in studying the poetry of the generation of . 
the 1930s such as Seferis and Ritsos are perhaps no longer as appropriate. 
What would it mean to read contemporary women's poetry without regret, 
without the mourning and melancholy which Freud felt so acutely upon see-
ing the Acropolis for the first time? 
I would like to reframe contemporary women's poetry in another context, 
to see the dismissal of ancient myth as a way of concentrating on other 
modes of surviving which rely less on communal catharsis and the consola-
tion of a coherent order and more on the rehearsal of the misunderstandings 
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and misrecognitions that hurt us. But what am I talking about when I say 
contemporary women's poetry? I in no way want to suggest that all Greek 
women write alike. No, I am interested in a particular group of women poets, 
most of whom began writing under the dictatorship (1967-1974), who have 
sustained a substantial body of work since then, and who have been instru-
mental in developing longer poetic narratives in the 1980s: Rea Galanaki 
{b. 1947), Maria Laina {b. 1947), Jenny Mastoraki (b.l949), Pavlina Pamboudi 
(b.1948), Athina Papadaki (b.1945), these poets as well as some women 
poets from previous generations such as Eleni Vakalo (b.1921) who paved 
the way conceptually for a more narrative and visual poetry, and Kiki 
Dimoula (b.1931) and Katerina Anghelaki-Rooke (b.1939) who have long 
addressed the specific linguistic problem of writing as a woman. Of all these 
poets only Anghelaki-Rooke has continued to deploy myth in her poetry and 
this seems to have as much to do with her close ties with American poetry as 
it does with her relation to the Greek tradition. Her famous rewriting of 
Penelope in her poem 'Leei i Pinelopi' ('Penelope says') recalls the attempts 
of American women poets of the 1970s (e.g. Denise Levertov, Audre Lorde, 
Adrienne Rich and Anne Sexton) to empower women through myth.6 This is 
also Olga Broumas's self-professed ploy in her first book, Beginning with 0, 
written and published in America. But even these two poets are less apt to 
make mythological references in their recent collections. For the most part 
contemporary Greek women poets seem suspicious of relying on classical 
myth. It is not that myth cannot be found in their poetry, but that by looking 
for it, by always trying to salvage myth, to uncover the submerged Homeric 
plot, we neglect to ask why it is so submerged, and what its disappearance 
makes room for. 7 In such archaeological attempts to reconstruct what has 
been lost, we neglect to see how important the dismissal of myth and its uni-
fying explanations may be. 
The three pivotal collections of poetry written by women in the 1980s 
which I concentrate on offer strategies for learning how to live without myth. 
Rea Galanaki in To keik (The Cake) talks about learning to live 'aparamythi-
tos' (without the consolation of myth). 8 Jenny Mastoraki in Istories ya ta 
vathia (Tales of the Deep) refers to leaving things be without explanations, 
'as meinei anexigitos' (let it remain unexplained).9 And Maria Laina in Diko 
tis (Hers) suggests a way of being and writing without the usual connections, 
'charts angones / choris gonata'(without elbows or knees). 10 What is left of 
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ancient myth in these collections are the signs, the residue, of a violent 
struggle to resist patriarchal structures of meaning, to resist men's represen-
tations of women. The bruises, the crumpled petticoats, the blood, the shredded 
garments that abound in these collections are the result of this struggle, but 
also the very material of an alternative poetics which does not console or 
offer explanations, but instead exhibits the violence of rhetoric at work in the 
act of representation. 
Before I turn to these collections let me quickly map out the use of 
ancient myth in the earlier work of these three poets. I I Galanaki's rejection 
of ancient Greek myth is more fraught than Laina's or Mastoraki's. Even in 
The Cake, the collection I will concentrate on, the struggle to do away with 
myth is much more pronounced. Not until her most recent historical novel, 
Tha ypografo Loui (/ will sign myself Louis, 1993), does she leave it behind. 
Ga1anaki's fIrst two books demand that the reader expand tiny epigrams by 
invoking the ancient mythic narratives to which they refer. Her fIrst book, 
Plin efcharis (Albeit Pleasing, 1975), offers the reader cryptic fragments 
which, like scenes from vase paintings, suggest much longer narratives. In 
'Elliniko topio' ('Greek Landscape'), for example, a reference to the Furies 
draws the reader into the Argive narrative of matricide and shifting legal 
orders. In Ta orykta (Minerals, 1979) her poem 'Tis Proknis kai tis Filo-
melas' ('OfProcne and Philomela') presupposes a knowledge of the epony-
mous myth as well as the myth of Prometheus. The intertwining of these two 
myths requires even more work on the part of the reader. Whereas, as we will 
see, Laina and Mastoraki reject classical myth from the beginning, Galanaki 
draws the reader in through myth and then in The Cake replaces the mythical 
fIgures with the reader. The anonymous reader has stopped working to con-
nect disjunct epigrams and has become the protagonist, the 'you' of the poems. 
Myth is no longer necessary. It is the ladder that has been kicked away. 
Laina on the other hand gets rid of it immediately in her book Epekeina 
(Beyond, 1970).I2 The only mythical reference is to Narcissus, and the col-
lection turns out to be about getting 'beyond' narcissism's crippling effects. 
Mastoraki is even more explicit about the uselessness of ancient myth in her 
fIrst collection. She writes: 
So you are left with the coin in your hand 
and you look at it, on one side 
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the stern profIle of Justice 
and Hermes' wand on the other 
symbols which you cannot explain 
no matter how much 
you would like to.13 
125 
The wand of the ancient Greek messenger Hermes has no meaning. Ma-
storaki is more interested in other things, even when she does mention an 
important 'mythic' fIgure, it is some insignifIcant detail that intrigues her. In 
an interview she described her writing as a process of adding in all sorts of 
excessive details which are usually cut out: 
It is a little like the Byzantine popular chronicler who sets out with the 
ambitious project of writing down everything shocking that happened 
during the reign of a particular distinguished sovereign (starting, of 
course, with the creation of the world) and who then suddenly inter-
rupts his narrative to describe in detail the appearance of an itinerant 
bear-trainer and the bear's tricks, forgetting completely the powerful 
and their armies. Perhaps deep down the bear interests him more. 14 
The heroes of classical mythology, like the distinguished Byzantine emperor, 
have lost their central position. 
In the collections these women wrote in the 1980s the struggle to let go of 
myth as a reference and as an overall structuring narrative is posed explicitly 
in terms of gender. From Galanaki's pregnant woman baking a cake to 
Laina's Maria to Papadaki's woman washing dishes in Amnada atmon (Lamb 
of Steam, 1980) to Mastoraki's unfortunate brides and abducted women to 
Vakalo's Mrs. Rodalina in her two most recent books to Anghelaki-Rooke's 
Yannousa in Epilogos Aeras (The Epilogue Wind, 1990) the I, you and she of 
women's poetry is an unexemplary, ordinary woman caught up in the stuff 
that doesn't count as myth. 
Galanaki's The Cake suggests that women are the ones who can manage 
without myth, whereas men have a hard time. An early poem in the series 
describes the male fIgure of the hunter unable to get rid of ancient myths. 
Even when he hangs them on hooks like hares and disembowels them he is 
trapped in their consoling system. This poem begins: 
The hunter practises an ancient profession; he kills ancient myths and 
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hangs them upside down from a meat-hook. The hunter has no other 
means besides hunting, he has no other means of living near you ... 
The poem then ends: 
He would like to live, he would very much like to live free, without 
consolation. He has no other means of living; of living near you 
besides hunting and he cannot, he could not kill all the hares since two 
would survive and they would breed a third, as if he were carrying 
you and fertilizing you himself with all that he will remember. Unfree, 
he remembers. (14) 
The woman of the final section of The Cake, 'Now me', on the other hand, is 
able to debunk myths from ancient to modem times in order to arrive, as the 
last poem puts it, 'at the edge of myths' (53). Here she leaves men's closed 
language with their restrictive images of woman and, planting the shredded 
clothing of the maenad, the last remnants of ancient myth, she gives birth to 
her own more fluid kind of writing. The contrast here is between the restric-
tive male way of writing, which is described as a page of language that 
closed like a lake, and hers, a page of language which wells up: 
and I will escape in that motor boat taking a violent tum and going the 
other way, after I bow to myself and bid farewell to the oaks and the 
firs, the wooden chairs with the grown-ups and the children; leaving 
the boat tied to a stake in the lake, the lake drawn on paper and the 
paper a page of language which closed like a lake. I will moor in a hot 
green country with yellow sands and fruit-laden trees and exotic birds. 
And I will plant the maenad's clothes near a spring and the spring 
drawn on paper and the paper a page of language which wells up. And 
next to this I will lie down calm and naked and give birth. (54) 
Laina too stresses the way ancient mythic representations of women are 
limiting. Hers begins with a parody of the archaeologist's desire to salvage 
an ancient image of a woman, perhaps a Minoan fresco; the colours suggest 
this. Using the language of an archaeological report the poem begins: 
The beginning of the thighs still remains 
a dull blue 
to the left a section of foot unadorned 
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and a section from the hem of the dress. 
On the skin lines are visible 
mainly sharp angles. 
The neck area is interrupted 
by the left arm 
which is raised up 
while only the right breast is registered 
by a slight curve. 
Most of the lower part 
of the face is missing. 
Red triangles or arcs 
cover the white of the eye. 
The hair ribbon also remains 
and the body's twist 
which surely presupposes 
similar movements in the hands.(9) 
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The poem, though, concludes in the simple conversational tone which will 
typify the rest of the collection and stresses, not what is saved, but what is 
missing: 'The ground of love is missing'. Laina's collection, after pages of 
trying to find her own space, het own language, also manages an escape from 
their systems of meaning: 
She invoked her name 
and was lifted into another era. (80) 
This self-baptism, like Galanaki's birth, is a territorial project, it is about 
making room for another kind of writing, one which demands the reader's 
cooperation, even initiative, a kind of writing that isn't predetermined by 
mythical models. 
Mastoraki similarly calls attention to what men's representations leave 
out and offers her book as a workshop for a less definitive kind of writing. In 
her poem 'Tou kato kosmou' (,Of the Underworld'), the title referring to a 
category of folksongs, it becomes clear that men's songs are at the expense of 
women: 
Beautiful ladies of the Underworld, with long hems and eyes sore 
from crying. 'My fair one!' they would call them as they cornered 
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them. Later they turned them into songs. Exemplary ladies. With 
bruised necks. Crumpled petticoats. And on their linen pantalets, a 
stain of blood, a dark leaf, spreading. 
Let that be what is left of ancient longings. And of ancient loves. (16) 
Their songs and epithets are euphemisms disguising a terrible violence. Just 
before the text turns over the responsibility to the reader to go back and write 
the poems again, there is an image of transformation and escape, which uses 
the same verb Galanaki uses in her last poem, 'anavlfto' (well up): 
Just as the devious beggar outside the walls carefully mantles his 
wounds which bloomed by some miracle. And the ancient geometrist 
deadens behind him huge expanses with his oars and wells up. (45) 
As in Galanaki's and Laina's poetic narratives, a place has been found which, 
like a spring that wells up, is neither inside nor outside but in between and in 
motion. 
Myth, whether the source of a written document as in the case of 
Galanaki's page oflanguage which closed like a lake or as the probable con-
tent of a Minoan wall-painting in Laina's poem or of a folk song in Masto-
raki's, is something restrictive. Out of myth, next to myth, at the edge of myth, 
despite myth these women make room .for another more tentative form of 
writing. Taking the violent proof of myth's abuse of woman as the signs of a 
new language, they invent a writing that is as unstable and indeterminate as 
the marshes where Mastoraki's dowries float, as the riddled pan that holds 
Galanaki's cake, and as the worn material which women scrub with ashes in 
a poem by Laina. Reference to myth as cosmology, master narrative or 
explanation of any kind gives way to the self-referentiality of a text that 
problematizes its own ability to make sense. Poetry is not meant to offer 
answers, but rather to be a tentative, tactical pact between reader and text. 
* 
I would like to close by thinking about the significance of this poetry's move 
from mythic language to indeterminate and hermetic language in the context 
of Greece's own recent estrangement from Europe and her other neighbours. 
In the twenty-five years since these poets first began to publish, it seems to 
me that Greece has become more and more preoccupied with the idea that its 
language is a private language. At a discussion on Greece and the EEC the 
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poet Katerina Anghelaki-Rooke stood up and voiced her fear that soon the 
only purpose Greek would have would be for dirty jokes between waiters 
serving tourists in Syndagma Square in Athens. Jokes in fact are one of the 
places the anxiety over the fate of the Greek language manifests itself most 
clearly. There is the one, for example, in which a young man goes up to a 
kiosk to buy a drink. He says, 'blah, blah, blah ... Coca-cola.' The vendor 
replies, 'a bottle of what?' Greek and the multinational language of the rest 
of the world (Coca-cola) are mutually incomprehensible. 
Might it be that these women's problematization of language exemplifies 
a concern that is being felt more generally in Greece? Does the recent critical 
attention to women's writing in Greece have anything to do with the fact that 
it is working on something everyone is worried about? Perhaps part of the 
reason Galanaki's first historical novel 0 vios tou Ismail Ferik Pasa (The 
Life of Ismail Ferik Pasha, 1989) was such a success is that it is the story of a 
Pasha for whom Greek is the forbidden, lost language. Could women poets' 
long-standing attention to the rhetoric of misunderstanding offer ways other 
than an appeal to myth for coping with the fear of inadequacy and irrele-
vance? How might these women poets' experimental hermeticism be viewed 
as a resource, a place for rehearsing different ways of negotiating the com-
plexity of not making sense? Could, for example, their refusal to draw on 
myth help us think of alternative ways of responding to recent territorial 
threats against Greece? Instead of dredging up Cassandra's mythic Macedonian 
heritage as proof that Macedonia is Greek and naming children after her, per-
haps we could pay more attention to the ways in which Cassandra can't say 
what she wants to say, 
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Aphrodite at war: the wartime 
poetry of Embirikos, Kaknavatos, 
Papatsonis and Seferis 
RODERICK BEATON 
The three and a half years of the Axis occupation of Greece from April 1941 
to October 1944 provoked sharply different responses from Greek poets of 
different generations. The older among them (or to be more exact those who 
had embarked on their published careers before the war) took their lead from 
the veteran Sikelianos, and turned to find comfort and strength in tradition. In 
finding expression for a powerful and humane conception of regeneration 
and hope born out of the suffering of the Occupation, most of these poets 
drew on the perennial source of ancient Greek myth. 
By contrast almost all of the poets who first began to write and publish 
either during the war or shortly afterwards conspicuously turned their backs 
both on the faith of their more experienced contemporaries and on the means 
which they used to express it. There is a steadfast avoidance of faith or opt-
imism among these latter poets, except sometimes in a qualified and overtly 
political sense; ancient myth when it appears in their work is liable to be sub-
verted, grimly or grotesquely transformed, or simply left out altogether. 1 
Of the four poets mentioned in my title, three belong to the pre-war gen-
eration, and this essay is principally concerned with the extraordinary-and 
extraordinarily cohesive-response of that generation to the events of the 
1940s. But in exploring the response of this group, so different from that of 
the new poets who were beginning to emerge at this time, it is particularly 
interesting to note the contribution of one of these new poets, Ektor 
Kaknavatos, the only one of his generation to play a part in artiCUlating the 
poetic response of his elders. 
* 
The conception of contemporary events which these poets articulate is one of 
suffering as the necessary prelude to spiritual rebirth. Implicit in this concep-
tion is a view of history as cyclical, a view which can be traced back through 
